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ABSTRACT 
This paper explores how whiteness scholarship can support deep engagement with both 
historical and contemporary forms of whiteness and racism in early childhood education. To 
this point, the uptake of whiteness scholarship in the field of early childhood has focused 
predominantly on autobiographical narratives. These narratives recount white educators’ 
stories of ‘becoming aware’ or ‘unmasking’ their whiteness. In colonising contexts including 
Australia, New Zealand and Canada, understanding how whiteness operates in different ways 
and what this means for educational research and practice, can support researchers and 
educators to identify and describe more fully the impacts of subtle forms of racism in their 
everyday practices. In this paper, whiteness is explored in a broader sense as: a form of 
property; an organising principle for institutional behaviours and practices; and as a fluid 
identity or subject position. These three intersecting elements of whiteness are drawn on to 
analyse data from a doctoral study about embedding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
perspectives in early childhood education curricula in two Australian urban childcare settings. 
Analysis is focused on how whiteness operated within the research site and research 
processes, along with the actions, inaction and talk of two educators engaged in embedding 
work. Findings show that both the researcher and educators reinforced, rather than reduced 
the impacts of whiteness and racism, despite the best of intentions. 
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Introduction 
Whiteness scholarship is an interdisciplinary field aimed at examining whiteness as a social 
construction. Influenced by critical race theory, cultural studies and postcolonial studies, 
whiteness scholarship examines interconnected issues of identity, ethnicity, race, colonialism, 
power, and subjectivity (Apple, 2004; Ryden & Marshall, 2012). The central tenet of 
whiteness scholarship is disputing a scientific basis of ‘race’. Instead, whiteness is described 
as an assemblage of social effects and discursive processes that are historically located and 
socially contingent (Apple, 2004; Moreton-Robinson, 2008; Ryden & Marshall, 2012). Put 
another way, whiteness operates on social, institutional and individual levels, and is flexible 
and adaptable dependent on time frames and geographic locations.  
 The study of whiteness is a departure from studies of race and racism that have 
focused on racialised ‘others’. Studying whiteness ensures everyone a place in race relations 
and marks whiteness as a racial category (Frankenberg, 1993). Recent scholarship in the field 
of whiteness studies moves beyond early examinations of race that focused on ethnographic 
and personal narratives. The early introspective and highly personal contributions to 
whiteness were significant in establishing the field and orienting a focus on the white self 
rather than ‘others’. However, a link between these somewhat voyeuristic accounts and a lack 
of social action continues to be acknowledged as problematic for the field (Ryden & 
Marshall, 2012). Whiteness scholarship now includes examination of state practices, 
institutional arrangements and ideological beliefs in transnational contexts.  
 In line with the interdisciplinary nature of the field, whiteness is conceptualised in 
literature in various ways. This includes theorising whiteness as property (Harris, 1993), as an 
organising principle for institutional behaviours or practices (Ahmed, 2012), and as a fluid 
identity or subject position (Frankenberg, 1993; Riggs & Augoustinos, 2004). When 
examined together, these intersecting elements of whiteness support a more robust analysis of 
how whiteness operates in particular contexts. In this paper, I draw on these three intersecting 
elements of whiteness to examine data from a doctoral study about embedding Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander perspectives in early childhood education curricula. Specifically, how 
whiteness was inherited in the research site and reproduced through research processes, and 
contemporary institutional behaviours and practices around early education and care. Also, 
how whiteness was mobilised in the actions, inaction and talk of two educators, Rachael and 
Christine, in embedding work. To provide context for the analysis of data, I now discuss 
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whiteness in historical and contemporary Australia, and critique the uptake of whiteness 
scholarship in Australian early childhood education. 
Whiteness in Australia 
In the Australian context, the social construction of whiteness relates to the social and 
political significance attached to race throughout Australian history. Historical pre-conditions 
for the significance of race were founded on the falsehood of terra nullius. The legal fiction 
of terra nullius rests on a colonial doctrine that denied Aboriginal sovereignty rights through 
the biological classification of Indigenous peoples as sub-human (Chalmers, 2005; Watson, 
2009). As a form of scientific racism, biological classification rendered Indigenous peoples 
incapable of governing and enacting social and moral lives. Scientific ‘validity’ then provided 
a “convenient rationale for the inhumane processes of colonisation and the civilising project” 
(Haebich, 2008, p. 5). The significance of race has been further articulated throughout 
Australian history via colonising processes including the introduction of the White Australia 
Policy and government interventions premised on ‘civilising’ and ‘protecting’ Aboriginal 
children. In place from 1901-1973, the White Australia Policy promoted an ideal of a white 
Australia that excluded non-white Europeans and assumed the eventual eradication of 
Indigenous peoples. For non-Indigenous people, investment in a white Australia is exercised 
through a sense of belonging and ownership that is tied to the logic of citizenship and capital 
(Moreton-Robinson, 2003, 2008).   
 For Indigenous peoples in Australia, whiteness has been marked and visible since 
colonisation. Indigenous peoples have direct personal knowledge about white socio-political 
agendas, institutional practices, and dispositions, as a result of European contact and 
colonisation processes (Moreton-Robinson, 2004). As journalist Debra Jopson noted in 2000:  
 Black explorations of whiteness began in the 1600s when William Dampier’s ships 
 loomed off Australia’s west coast, and continued when Arthur Phillip and his pasty 
 crew descended on the Gadigal people of Sydney Cove 212 years ago. Their whiteness 
 was not just in the skin, but in their intent to seize, stay and exploit. (p. 5)  
Contextual examinations of whiteness require engagement with Indigenous scholarship and 
recognition that Indigenous sovereignty becomes the starting point for deconstructing 
whiteness in its many forms. In Australia, the understanding that whiteness operates always in 
relation to Indigenous sovereignty complicates conceptualisations of whiteness as universal 
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by interrupting a specific colonial history of denial around the possession, occupation and use 
of Aboriginal lands and territories (Watson, 2007, 2010). Universality is a powerful feature of 
whiteness because of its propensity to be responsive and flexible to context. Uncoupling 
whiteness from conceptualisations of the universal takes conscious effort, particularly when it 
involves analyses of whiteness in relation to Indigenous Australia at the socio-political, 
institutional and individual levels (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 2000).  
 In contemporary Australia, whiteness continues to operate as a form of property, and 
is mobilised in institutional practices, and standpoints. Harris (1993) explains that whiteness 
as property comprises both functional proprieties and cultural status. For instance, whiteness 
provides material and symbolic privilege to whites who benefit from exclusive rights 
including possession and use of land and institutional spaces, as well as reputation in terms of 
being representative of the mainstream or human ‘norm’. In line with colonising processes, 
these property rights are “contingent on, intertwined with, and conflated with race” (Harris, 
1993, p. 1714). In this respect, colonising processes accord whiteness legal status. The 
construction of whiteness according to law defines aspects of identity (who is identified as 
white), privilege (who benefits from this status) and property (what benefits accrue). In both 
historical and contemporary Australia, whiteness as a form of property has relied on 
interdependence between colonial possession and Indigenous dispossession. Whiteness, then, 
has become the “epistemological a priori” (Moreton-Robinson, 2004, p. 75) that shapes 
access to social resources, knowledge production and experience in Australia in racialised 
ways.  
 Institutional forms of whiteness relate to the pragmatics of contemporary institutions 
and the ways practices are organised and circulated as “a reflection of what matters” (Ahmed, 
2012, p. 33). Ahmed (2012) describes institutions as “modes of attention” (p. 30). What is 
attended to routinely can be thought of as what is valued; attention then, is the organising 
principle for how some things come into view and other things do not. In colonising contexts 
including Australia, education is a key social institution that upholds and reproduces white 
(western) institutional arrangements and knowledge traditions. Coté (2009) explains that 
historically in Australia, education has served to safeguard whiteness, or act as a reflection of 
European society as civil and advanced. In this sense, whiteness is a form of institutional 
racism that has chronically excluded, marginalised and forced the assimilation of non-white 
groups in Australian education systems, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
children. To explain further about how institutions are white, Ahmed (2007, 2012) points to 
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the proximity of some bodies and not others in institutional spaces. By locating whiteness as a 
pre-condition for the arrival of some bodies over others, Ahmed (2012) describes how “white 
bodies gather to create the impression of coherence” (p. 35). In Australia, the majority of 
bodies who cohere in teaching spaces identify as white, female and middle class (McKenzie, 
Kos, Walker, Hong & Owen, 2008). These bodies take the shape of the institution and project 
onto the surface what is to take place in institutional spaces. Rhedding-Jones (2005) explains 
this as a homogenising effect aimed at making “everyone appear as similar as possible … so 
what is done in the workplace, the play-places and the classrooms is the same everywhere” (p. 
138), regardless of the diversity of staff, children and families in attendance. 
 Subject positions taken up by particular bodies relate to whiteness as identity. White 
identity refers to the fluid yet dominant social location white people ‘occupy’ in particular 
societies. Frankenberg (1993) draws primarily on feminist scholarship to describe whiteness 
as a standpoint from which white people position ‘others’ racially but without connecting this 
to the racialised white self. The subject position white is always historically, socially and 
politically mediated by understandings of who can be white in particular societies at a given 
time (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 2000; Riggs & Augoustinos, 2004). The fluidity of whiteness as 
a subject position undermines claims to universality that often accompany the enactment of a 
white identity. Rather than being static and universal, white identities are continuously 
unsettled by racialising processes (Riggs & Augoustinos, 2004). This is particularly so in 
colonising contexts such as Australia whereby recognition of Indigenous histories and 
experiences is increasing. 
 The racial literacy of the majority of whites is low because forms of racism many 
recognise are less overt in contemporary societies (Haviland, 2008; Moreton-Robinson, 
1999). As individual experiences of whiteness are normalised in social and materials worlds, 
acknowledgement of whiteness as a racialised identity is not usually autonomous (Moreton-
Robinson, 1999; Riggs & Augoustinos, 2004). For many white people in Australia and 
elsewhere, there is no requirement to acknowledge a white status and related effects of 
whiteness in their everyday lives. The centring of white cultural practices and values in 
colonising contexts verifies to members of the dominant group that their lived experiences 
and related standpoints are ‘natural’ or ‘normal’. 
 Taking into account the intersecting elements of whiteness described above, I now 
critique the uptake of whiteness scholarship in the Australian early childhood education field, 
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and consider consequences for the advancement of anti-racist practice. Then, I introduce the 
doctoral study from which the data are drawn. 
Whiteness Scholarship in Early Childhood Education 
The uptake of whiteness scholarship in early childhood education has focused predominantly 
on autobiographical narratives. These narratives recount white educators’ stories of 
‘becoming aware’ or ‘unmasking’ their whiteness, as well as the perspectives of educators 
from multicultural ethnicities who examine their own subject position in relation to whiteness 
in colonising contexts. Constructions of whiteness in children’s lives have also provided a 
focus for research, although to a lesser degree (see for example Skattebol, 2005). Identity 
narratives by Davis (2009), Cruz (2009), Srinivasan (2009), Atkinson, Cruz, Srinivasan, 
Davis and MacNaughton (2009) and Giugni, Bown, Martin and Pappas (2010) are examples 
of Australian scholarship focused primarily on individual awareness, although, importantly, 
often in relation to Indigenous sovereignty. Narratives focused on developing awareness of 
‘being white’ have cemented a place in whiteness scholarship for early childhood educators, 
but such narratives do not articulate a politics of change in the broader field. As Clarke and 
Watson (2014) suggest, the potential for new dispositions is significant, but deconstructing 
and remoulding whiteness to actualise new ways of thinking and working in practice is 
challenging. While ideas about becoming aware of one’s whiteness are creditable, the broad 
effects of resulting practices are reductive in terms of achieving substantive outcomes. In this 
respect, educational praxis becomes problematic because of a reliance on the reasonableness 
of whites (in becoming aware) rather than multiple possibilities for change (Ryden & 
Marshall, 2012).  
 Autobiographical stories of ‘unmasking’ one’s whiteness have potential to become 
part of what Ahmed (2007) refers to as narratives of ‘good’ practice. These narratives are 
bound by institutional desires to hear “happy stories of diversity rather than unhappy stories 
of racism” (Ahmed, 2007, p. 164). Happy stories of diversity make it possible to build and 
maintain a sense of ongoing action in the early childhood field in terms of ‘moving away’ 
from racism and racist practices. In identity work, the idea of educators ‘moving away’ from 
racism only becomes possible because racism is substituted with race. Fields (2001) explains:  
 As an organizing concept, whiteness rests on insecure theoretical ground – 
 specifically, the notions of identity and agency. It replaces racism with race and 
 equates race with racial identity ... race is a homier and more tractable notion than 
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 racism ... and because race denotes a state of mind, feeling or being, rather than a 
 program or pattern of action, it radiates a semantic and grammatical ambiguity that 
 helps restore an appearance of symmetry. (p. 48)  
Here, Fields (2001) draws attention to limitations of personal/relational theories of whiteness 
that locate identity as the core substance of race, as prevalent in the application of whiteness 
studies in early childhood education. The idea that identity is the core substance of race 
suggests that racism originates in individuals and subjective positions and not from historical 
conditions and related institutional practices (Ahmed, 2012). The issue, then, is that racism 
continues to “function quite well in the absence of any identifiable racists” (McWhorter, 
2005, p. 536). Further to this, dialogue about identity and whiteness can be constructed as 
anti-racist practice within itself, rather than what prepares educators for (anti)racism (Gorski, 
2012). Identity work is a useful starting point for anti-racist work, but should not detract from 
broader goals of identifying and describing the many ways whiteness operates in educational 
sites. When this occurs, educators are well positioned to reduce rather than reinforce impacts 
of whiteness and racism experienced everyday by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
children, families and communities. 
    Introducing the Study 
In this paper, data are drawn from a doctoral study about embedding Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander perspectives in early childhood education curricula in two urban childcare 
settings in Queensland, Australia (see Miller, 2013; QUT University Human Research Ethics 
Committee approval number 0700000574). The aim of the study was to examine how 
whiteness and racism were reproduced in the educators’ practices, and whether labelling 
whiteness and racism could lead to deeper engagement with anti-racist work. The primary 
research question was: How does whiteness impact the work of embedding Indigenous 
perspectives in two urban early childhood centres?  
  The participant group comprised 22 early childhood educators from two long day care 
centres (Centres A and B), who investigated a range of topics they related to broad themes of 
culture and diversity, through small and whole group action research projects (e.g., 
embedding Indigenous perspectives, multilingualism, the role of Cultural Support Workers, 
sustainability). Twelve of the 22 educators were involved directly in investigating embedding 
Indigenous perspectives. This was the one topic chosen by educators at both participating 
centres. The 12 educators were employed in a range of professional roles, including directors, 
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group leaders and childcare assistants. The educators and I identified as non-Indigenous 
people. 
 All educators were aware of the focus on whiteness from the outset of the study. The 
concept of whiteness was introduced through texts and journal articles (e.g., the scholarship of 
Aileen Moreton-Robinson and the article Unpacking the invisible knapsack by Peggy 
McIntosh) that were made available to support theoretical understanding and reflective 
practices. A key difficulty in introducing whiteness theories was providing literature that was 
accessible for educators with different levels of qualification and experience. Further, 
ensuring that discussion about whiteness was related explicitly to circumstances in Australia 
and relations to/with Indigenous peoples. Engagement with whiteness theories proved 
challenging for the educators because these theories aim to disrupt common sense 
understandings about one’s social positioning and related circumstances. Resistance to such 
disruptions was evident in how the educators adopted different standpoints in response to 
feeling uncomfortable and challenged, as explored later in this paper. To support explorations 
of whiteness beyond identity, I made use of newspaper clippings and videos (e.g., 
Babakiueria – a satirical film made by Aboriginal Australians) and engaged the educators in 
critical readings of early childhood policy documents to support understanding about how 
whiteness operates in different ways in educational spaces and broader society.  
 Forms of data collected over a period of 10 months at Centre A and five months at 
Centre B included: everyday conversations that took place in hallways, classrooms and coffee 
shops; communal journals; semi-structured interviews; photographs; inventories of resources; 
and, action plans. Conversation transcripts were made available to the educators throughout 
the study to support respondent validation, described by Scott and Morrison (2006) as a 
process whereby transcripts and researcher notes are returned to research participants for 
confirmation or amendment. In line with an action research process, throughout the data 
collection phase, conversation transcripts and other forms of data were read collaboratively 
with the educators to identify key interests, and what Denzin and Lincoln (1994) refer to as 
epiphanies (e.g., in this study, coming to understand that whiteness is an identity category) 
that provide a basis for further action. At the conclusion of data collection, analysis of the data 
set as a whole involved thematic analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994) incorporating coding, 
categorisation and the development of themes. Categories for analysis were developed from 
the data, the research process, research questions, and from the literature. The resulting four 
themes (embedding Indigenous perspectives; relationships with Indigenous people; the 
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Australian context; and, researcher talk) were re-read through whiteness theories to ask 
further questions about the data set; for example, how racialising practices mediated the 
educators’ work even when it was seen to be productive, inclusive and high quality. This was 
supported by Sara Ahmed’s (2012) theorising of racism as a form of ‘doing’, rather than 
simply inaction. Ahmed’s scholarship provided entry points for examining racialising 
practices as forms of positive action, as well as inaction, in the educators’ work. This 
theoretical basis was critical given the analysis showed that whiteness and racism were 
reproduced in all embedding processes, despite the educators’ work being viewed as 
productive and inclusive, and classified as exceeding national quality standards.  
 A central component of analysis was examining researcher positionality and how 
analyses of whiteness can only ever be partial when undertaken by white researchers (Durie, 
2004; Ryden & Marshall, 2012). This is because intellectual engagement is not akin to 
experiencing whiteness and racism as a situated knower (Moreton-Robinson, 2003). The 
study of whiteness is potentially distorting because everyday commentary and practices I 
considered usual or even unworthy of comment, may be unusual and disturbing to others. 
This problematic is not easily resolved in research and remains part of the discomfort in 
writing about whiteness. As Durie (2004) asserts, it is important to continuously trouble the 
positioning of the white subject as researcher, and whiteness as the subject of investigation.  
One method for unsettling my position as white researcher is to examine the research site 
(Centre A) and research processes, and how I ‘fitted’ the contours of the building through my 
white subject position. Here, I focus the analysis on how whiteness is inherited in educational 
contexts and operates as an organising principle for institutional behaviours and practices 
around early education and care. Also, how my actions as researcher reinforced whiteness 
discourses within the research space. I make use of an architectural drawing of Centre A as 
the basis for analysis. 
Inheriting and reinforcing whiteness: The research site  
When I first arrived at Centre A (see Figure 1) I was not aware of the history of the building, 
nor did I consciously connect Indigenous and non-Indigenous relations to the specific 
geographic location. Considerations of relational aspects of the research were replaced by my 
interest in locating quiet spaces to conduct interviews and concerns about the impact of 
classroom noise and people-traffic on audio recordings. I made a mental note of the 
demographic of the staff group but did not associate this with the ways whiteness orients 
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bodies in specific directions, affecting who has access to and how they take up institutional 
spaces (Ahmed, 2007, 2012). On the surface, my own sense of belonging was connected to 
familiarity with childcare institutions and the everyday practices of educators centred on early 
education and care. I gained access to the research site because I had been evaluated by the 
educators as someone who could speak the language of childcare and who could potentially 
contribute to what was actioned, and what could become actionable, in childcare spaces. My 
presence was acceptable because I ‘fitted’ the contours of the building – how they were 
shaped by white bodies and professional discourse oriented around early childhood education.  
 The building is central to the research because it tells a story in process – race 
relations in Australia are embodied within the architecture and related institutional practices. 
Connecting whiteness to the structural and institutional properties of the research site enables 
me to think more laterally and locate the ways whiteness operates in research spaces beyond 
the educators’ personal and relational experiences. Experiencing the architecture through a 
lens of possessive (property) and institutional whiteness provides a means of evaluating some 
of the paradoxes of the research process; for example, the invitation of Indigenous people to a 
research site and location that has denied educational opportunity to Aboriginal children 
historically, along with the failure of the site to observe reconciliatory practices and 
Indigenous protocols in the present. Furthermore, the projection of diversity in a white 
institutional space that subversively denies difference by its very design and related 
institutional practices. 
Reading the building through whiteness shows how its original design and construction was a 
colonial adaptation of space to existing social, cultural and economic structures. The role of 
the architect is to translate the political and economic structure of society into buildings, thus 
projecting on to the ground the images of social institutions (Harris, 2007; Shaw, 2006, 
2007a). Whiteness, then, was a precondition within the research site. In proximity to other 
white bodies and institutional practices shaped on white terms, I exercised white privilege in 
the form of exclusive ‘rights’ to occupy and use the institutional space – a localised form of 
the colonial adaptation of space. The ‘right’ to occupy was exercised by taking up the position 
of someone ‘qualified’ to speak on matters of diversity. Diversity was not my lived 
experience, but I could attach authority to my presence, and have authority attached to me by 
the educators because of my connection with a university and my professional qualification. 
While I was unsettled by this throughout the research process, I still benefited from the ways 
whiteness operates selectively to silence some individuals and give voice to others.  
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Figure 1. Architectural drawing of Centre A. 
My presence was not questioned overtly by the educators because I ‘fitted’ the white contours 
of the research site in a bodily and professional sense. I now understand that my sense of 
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belonging was bound not only by familiarity with institutional practices and my familiarity 
with and to others, but also by deeper interconnections with possessive forms of whiteness 
that rely on colonial occupation and the instalment of western institutions including education 
(Moreton-Robinson, 2004). 
 The architect’s markings in Figure 1 show design features that define the 
characteristics of the research site in greater detail. Labels such as “4 year olds”, “nursery”, 
“play area” and “staff room” mark on the plans what can and is to take place in the buildings. 
Who and what these buildings are for are both explicit and implicit. Children, educators and 
practices are ‘sensed’ behind the images because of knowledge about what occurs habitually 
in childcare spaces. Which children and educators are present and what practices take place 
are implicit and bound by historicity in terms of access, belonging and the approach to 
education and care employed. For example, the organisation and separation of older children 
and younger children as marked by walls and entrance ways, is bound by western ideals of 
childcare that compartmentalise children’s experiences and organise them by age and 
developmental progression (Goodwin, Cheruvu & Genishi, 2008). The proximity of the 
“nursery” to the “toddlers” and their positioning on the opposite side of the building to the “3 
year olds” and “4 year olds” shows how children are to progress through the building and 
which other children they are more or less likely to come into contact with. Labels including 
“director” and “staff room” show the organisation of adults as separate from children, and the 
separation of adults by role and qualification. The proximity of the “director” to the “staff 
room” can be read as the coherence of adults and the exclusion of children in particular areas, 
as well as an implicit form of managerial surveillance. 
 Collectively, the architect’s markings are indicative of white, western ideals of 
childcare that have been imported to Australia from Euro-American experience grounded in 
developmental theory (MacNaughton & Hughes, 2007). Implicit in this ideology are historical 
and continuing issues around access and belonging experienced by some children in 
mainstream Australian early childhood settings, including those from Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander backgrounds (Mundine, 2010). While the architect’s markings and the 
characteristics of the research site are both historical and ideological, the implicitness of some 
markings enables this content to remain largely hidden (Harris, 2007). Reading the image 
through whiteness shows how the research site operated as a “logical citadel” (Uduku, 2000, 
p. 46) that reinforced beliefs about western forms of education and related institutional 
practices. Seeing the ‘behind’ of the image as well as what is projected on the surface prompts 
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questions about whose histories and ideologies are represented and whose are missing or 
unseen. 
 Other markings on Figure 1 draw attention away from normalised ideas about children 
and childcare, toward the significance of location and permanence in the built environment. 
While difficult to see on the plan, the location of the research site is marked in proximity to 
“Boundary Street” which has historical and ideological significance in relation to colonial 
forms of urban development. In some Australian cities, “Boundary Streets” were used as 
colonising place values that demarcated ‘civilised’ areas from which Aboriginal peoples 
could be excluded at certain times of the day (Greenop & Memmott, 2007). This fact was 
uncovered by the educators and me in the course of the research, but was usually spoken 
about from a standpoint of disassociation in terms of past wrongdoings by early Australian 
‘settlers’. The street name marked on the architect’s drawing and the actual street sign at the 
front of the building represent a lived experience for Aboriginal peoples. For those inside the 
building looking out, there was the possibility of distancing oneself from past regressions by 
locating whiteness in others, and then locating others in the past. Wrongdoing was attached to 
‘other’ white, historical figures, meaning its continuing significance for non-Indigenous and 
Indigenous peoples in the present could be diffused. Exercising white privilege could be done 
from a moral position of indignation about historical injustices, and the continuing exercise of 
a ‘right’ to occupy and use the research site. 
 From the time of Invasion, ‘civilisation’ has been marked in Australia by the 
permanency of the (known) built environment which has relied on continuing acts of 
Indigenous dispossession (Shaw, 2007b). The architect’s markings in Figure 1 reinscribe a 
form of dispossession by writing over urban Aboriginal existence including important hunting 
and gathering grounds and ceremonial sites in which Centre A is located (Greenop & 
Memmott, 2007). The study was concerned with embedding Indigenous perspectives in the 
curriculum, and the educators and I desired to ‘know’ the Aboriginal history of the local area. 
Research on the existence of local Aboriginal peoples and their participation in shaping local 
environments enabled some understanding about what has been overwritten, but mainly in the 
form of knowing about Aboriginal ways of life rather than more politicised histories including 
dispossession, occupation and Aboriginal resistance. Knowing ‘about’ Aboriginal history was 
used at times as evidence of learning and improved knowledge. More difficult discussions and 
action focused on whiteness and racism sometimes defaulted to discussion about ‘how to’ 
embed cultural stories and games which can become tokenistic when isolated from self-
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analysis and real interactions with Indigenous families and community (Colbung, Glover, Rau 
& Ritchie, 2007). What was attended to and in what form raises questions about how 
whiteness and racism continued to operate within and through the study, even when the 
educators’ work exceeded national quality standards. 
 To look more closely at the educators’ practices around embedding Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander perspectives within educational curricula in the research sites, I now 
turn to analysis of the actions, inaction and talk of two educators, Rachael and Christine 
(Centre B). Specifically, I focus on how whiteness was mobilised in decision-making around 
displaying an Aboriginal flag in the classroom space, and discussions about Aboriginal 
identities that reinforced a standpoint of affirming ‘sameness’. I suggest that the chosen data 
extracts are representative of everyday practices and talk within Australian early years 
settings. 
Whiteness as institutional practices: “I was a bit thingy about the Aboriginal flag …” 
Within the two research sites, the educators explored multiple ways to embed Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander perspectives over the course of the study. Approaches included practical 
applications such as the inclusion of resources of an Indigenous nature, the display of symbols 
of Indigenous sovereignty including an Aboriginal flag, a Torres Strait Islander flag and map 
of Aboriginal Australia, as well as building relationships with individuals and organisations in 
the local Aboriginal community.  
 At Centre B, negotiations over the display of an Aboriginal flag centred primarily on 
constructions of ‘risk’. Rachael, the assistant director, expressed concerns about causing 
offence by displaying an Aboriginal flag in the classroom.  
 I was a bit thingy about the Aboriginal flag because I’ve got flags up on my roof and I 
 wanted to put an Aboriginal flag but I didn’t know how parents would respond to that. 
 It was about that sorry time and I’m thinking, I don’t know how parents are going to 
 respond to that, but if it’s alright ... I didn’t want to offend anybody and I know it does 
 offend people. Especially when they might not come to me, they might whinge to [the 
 director] and going back to [the director] and whinging to her because I mean she’s 
 got enough without that ... I just thought that would be something – because we want 
 to put flags all along our roof and that was one flag I did want to get my hands on.   
15 
 
Linking the display of an Aboriginal flag to ‘offending’ people is a manifestation of the way 
symbols of Aboriginal nationhood are politicised (Behrendt, 2003; Elder, 2009). Like most 
Australians, Rachael is positioned to worry about Aboriginal ‘politics’; to view the display of 
an Aboriginal flag in her classroom as too political and therefore risky. By drawing parents 
into the explanation of why she was “a bit thingy” about the Aboriginal flag, Rachael became 
insulated from implication in a form of social and pedagogical exclusion (Haviland, 2008). As 
clients of the centre, responses from parents matter. Rachael could use uncertainty about 
parental response as justification for inaction, thus emphasising her position and decision-
making along professional lines. In relation to the director, Rachael adopted a position of 
“caring”, described in Haviland’s (2008) research as a strategy employed by white teachers 
and students to protect everyone from “feeling uncomfortably implicated in racism and white 
supremacy” (p. 49). Rachael’s intention was to protect the director, her superior and mentor, 
from being caught up in a potentially negative reaction to a political decision. By choosing 
not to display the flag, she could ‘spare’ the director and herself from potential backlash. For 
Rachael, this strategy diminished the challenge of having to make a definitive decision about 
displaying an Aboriginal flag in the classroom. The statement, “but if it’s alright”, showed 
that she was open to reassurance and influence to change her mind, but she could employ 
whiteness as a tool for pedagogical exclusion (Gorski, 2008) at her whim to avoid a potential 
negative reaction. Whiteness then, became a strategy of avoidance, employed by Rachael to 
evade taking personal responsibility for including the Aboriginal flag with other flags on 
display in the classroom. 
Whiteness as standpoint: “Why should I have to put up different stuff …?” 
Identity work is central to embedding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives, but 
was the most difficult component of the study for the educators. This outcome aligns with 
literature that highlights how an acknowledgement of whiteness as a racialised identity is not 
usually autonomous and is difficult to realise given the low racial literacy of the majority of 
whites (Haviland, 2008; Moreton-Robinson, 1999). Some educators demonstrated significant 
shifts in self-awareness and some did not, but there was active engagement in discussions 
around identity work over the course of the study. Standpoints adopted by the educators were 
not static, but there were common threads including affirming ‘sameness’. A standpoint 
centred on ‘sameness’ is organised around an effort not to ‘see’ or acknowledge race 
differences. This standpoint is colour and power-evasive and does not permit ‘preferential’ 
treatment of a particular group because an individual views people as being equal or all the 
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same (Frankenberg, 1993). This viewpoint was evident in how Christine (Centre B) explained 
her thinking about a focus on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives in classroom 
practices.  
 I think everybody’s using the Indigenous thing, making a big deal out of it when 
 honestly speaking, we are all multicultural, we have been for years. Why should I 
 have to put up different stuff when most of the stuff in my home corner is 
 multicultural? So why has it all of a sudden got to be promoted?  
Here, Christine conflated Indigenous and multicultural constructs and used this as justification 
for not making “a big deal” out of the “Indigenous thing”. Her engagement with difference 
was selective and upheld constructions of Australian identity that tolerate the positioning of 
Indigenous peoples as part of the multicultural ‘we’, but only as significant ‘Others’ to 
whiteness at the centre (Moreton-Robinson, 1999, 2004). Christine contained Indigenous and 
multicultural perspectives within home corner, thus relegating them to specific margins within 
the classroom space. For Christine, home corner likely provided the one area in the classroom 
where cultural difference could be represented by the ‘doing’ of culture (e.g., food, costumes, 
music, books and posters). Phillips (2005) explains that this form of expression “permits 
cultural difference when it is at its least threatening to the national cultural identity” (p. 22). 
This was of consequence for Christine given her investment in the idea of Australia as 
multicultural – a construct which reduces differences between cultural groups to ‘acceptable’ 
boundaries (i.e., food, costumes) that do not disrupt commonsense knowledge or how things 
are always done.  
 Throughout the study, Christine continued to resist ‘seeing’ difference, particularly in 
relation to Aboriginal identities. Examples of resistance included the following comments 
from a meeting with a fellow educator Fran, and me, in which resources available to children 
in the classroom were evaluated.  
 Fran:   So, it’s okay to say Aboriginal child or Indigenous child when we’re 
   looking at these? Is that the right words?  
 Christine:  No, you can’t.  
 Fran:   Yes, you can I think.  
 Christine:  I hate both those words. It’s a c-h-i-l-d.  
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 Fran:   It has a culture you know.  
 Christine:  I like this one [image] with the didgeridoo in the background. I love the 
   didgeridoo. I’ve got a CD somewhere.  
Then, later in the conversation:  
 Fran:   I like this one because it has babies in it. Indigenous babies and  
   families doing everyday stuff.  
 Christine:  I’m not promoting what they are. It’s just a family.  
In these examples, Christine made use of her position as a non-raced subject to establish 
limits of what could be known about others (Moreton-Robinson, 2004). Christine appeared to 
understand culture in a performative sense only, as seen in her “love [of] the didgeridoo”. By 
conceiving Aboriginal cultures in a material sense, it became possible to maintain a ‘safe’ 
distance between her understanding of self and Aboriginal identities. Over the course of the 
study, Christine resisted engagement in self-analysis; thus she remained comfortable in a 
position of dominance and did not shift her understanding of self. Christine’s standpoint of 
affirming ‘sameness’ enabled her to maintain that she was being inclusive, despite limitations 
of ‘sameness’, including denial of difference, diversity and context. 
     Conclusion 
In colonising contexts including Australia, whiteness scholarship can support deep 
engagement with both historical and contemporary forms of whiteness and racism in early 
childhood education. In its broadest sense, whiteness scholarship provides researchers and 
educators with new ways of studying and theorising what occurs in early years settings in 
relation to socio-political circumstances, common sense institutional behaviours and 
practices, and standpoint. As shown in this paper, intersecting elements of whiteness provide 
multiple entry points for examining research and educational processes, beyond identity 
narratives. While this may result in what Ahmed (2007) refers to as unhappy stories of 
racism, a commitment to identifying and describing the many ways whiteness and racism 
operate in early childhood education supports deeper engagement with anti-racist practices for 
the field. In this sense, researchers and educators can work toward reducing rather than 
reinforcing the impacts of whiteness and racism in research and practice in early years 
settings. 
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Author note: The term ‘Indigenous’ is used at times in this paper as an encompassing term 
for both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. I recognise the great diversity that 
exists within and across Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander groups and the multitude of 
ways Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander individuals and groups choose to name themselves 
in local and national contexts. The use of ‘Indigenous’ is accepted in most of the literature in 
Australia.    
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